Having decided in law school that medicine was his real calling, in 1978 he entered UT Southwestern Medical School and graduated in June 1982. His training including a rotating internship and 4 years as a resident in orthopedic surgery was at the University of South Florida in Tampa. After completion of his orthopedic residency, his family moved to Louisville, Kentucky, where he was a fellow in hand surgery from October 1, 1987 , through March 31, 1989 . He then returned to Dallas to enter practice with Lankford Hand Surgery Association, specializing in hand and upper-extremity trauma, reconstruction, and microsurgery. He has been there ever since.
For a number of years, Dr. Ellis has been a clinical professor of orthopedic surgery at UT Southwestern Medical School, and the class of 2002 honored him with an "Outstanding Faculty" award for the Department of Orthopedic Surgery. He also received the "Outstanding Teacher of the Year" award at Baylor University Medical Center at Dallas (BUMC). Dr. Ellis has to his credit several publications in peer-reviewed journals and has presented at a number of orthopedic conferences. He and his lovely wife are the parents of three children. He still competes athletically in track among persons in his age group. Dr. Ellis is a very popular physician in the Baylor community, and it's a pleasure to be in his company. infl uence of physicians in the family (my uncle John Ellis and cousin John Richard Steadman), his death had a negative infl uence on me at least initially in terms of my motivation to be a physician.
William Clifford Roberts, MD (hereafter, Roberts): Dr. Ellis, I sincerely appreciate your willingness to have this conversation and am particularly appreciative of your coming to my
According to some physicians I have talked to at BUMC, my father was on the cusp of doing what might have been the fi rst heart transplant in Texas. He was partners with Ben Mitchell and Maurice Adam. My dad did his fellowship in Houston with Michael E. DeBakey and Denton A. Cooley when they were still together. I went to fi rst and second grade in Houston while he was in training.
I was a good student in high school up until my father's death, and after that I kind of shut down. I played football and ran track. I didn't have to study and I still made A's. When I went to UT in Austin, however, not studying and not attending classes no longer produced A's. I discovered with organic chemistry my sophomore year that maybe I wasn't motivated enough to make it into medical school. In the meantime, my mom married my stepdad, C. Burcham Budd, who was a tax lawyer.
Roberts: What is your mother's name?
Ellis: Patricia Louise Herzog-Ellis-Budd. My stepdad became a good infl uence on me. He was a great guy. I started thinking that perhaps I was more suited to be a lawyer. After I did poorly in organic chemistry, I decided to switch to pre-law. I repeated organic chemistry to prove that I could do it, and I received an A. So I fi nished college with a bachelor's degree in psychology and then went to Southern Methodist University School of Law. I enjoyed law school. I worked hard and did well.
Deep down I still really wanted to be a physician. Around Th anksgiving my second year at law school, I was visiting with two of my friends, Gary Goodfried, now an orthopedic surgeon in Tyler, and Chip Fagadau, an ophthalmologist. Both Chip and Gary told me they knew that I wanted to be a physician and suggested that I should fi nish law school and go to medical school. Th ey planted the seed. Chip knew Bryan Williams, the dean of students at UT Southwestern, and he set up an interview for me with Dr. Williams. We spoke by phone initially and then he invited me to visit in person. We visited for an hour. I learned that he knew my dad. I think he recognized that I really wanted to be a physician. He encouraged me to fi nish law school and take the bar exam just in case I didn't get into medical school. I passed the bar exam, took a week's vacation, and started reviewing the Stanley Kaplan Review Course for the MCAT. Th is was right after studying nonstop all summer for the bar exam. I had to go back to college after law school to fi nish the premed requirements. I had only taken the fi rst semesters of organic chemistry, physics, and some biology courses. I had to take the second semesters of each course and took them at UT Dallas. It was tough.
Th e fi rst thing I remember about that Kaplan review course was that they gave us a test to break the ice. As I recall, I made <50% on that test. It was most upsetting. I felt so overwhelmed and didn't think I could do well enough to get into medical school. Despite that initial anxiety, I stuck with it and kept going to all of the review courses, working on all the problems, and ended up doing well on the MCAT. I got accepted to UT Southwestern Medical School the next year. I was very fortunate to be able to make that switch and fulfi ll my lifetime dream.
Roberts: What was home life like before your father's death? Did your father get home for dinner? Did you see him much?
Ellis: We siblings didn't see our father much. My dad was very busy and home for dinner maybe once a week. On the weekends, however, we did a lot together as a family. We had a little farm outside of McKinney and went out there a lot. We hunted doves. We also had a boat, a 28-foot Chris-Craft, on "Lake Dallas" (now called Lake Lewisville). We spent weekends at Yacht Harbor. My siblings, Patricia Lynn Duvall, John Richard, and David Th omas, were extremely close.
Roberts: What position did you play in football?
Ellis: I was a running back and defensive back. I never left the fi eld, playing on the off ensive, defensive, kick-off , and kick-return teams.
Roberts: How much did you weigh back then? Ellis: I weighed 173 pounds and was 70 inches tall.
Roberts: What did you run in track?
Ellis: I ran the 100-and 200-meter dashes and the relays. Ten seconds fl at was my best 100-yard dash time.
Roberts: Did you play basketball too? Ellis: I played through the 10th grade. By then, you had to pick your sport, so it was football and track for me.
Roberts: Were your brothers also good athletes in high school? Ellis: Yes. Richard was a really good middle linebacker. David was a good athlete too.
Roberts: Did you play collegiate sports? Ellis: No. Th at is one of my regrets actually. I still to this day think that I could have been a wide receiver at that level, but I did not pursue it. I decided at the end of high school that I was going to give up football and pursue academics, which I did after my fi rst year or two of college. I did play intramural football.
Roberts: After your father died, what happened in your home? How did your family adjust?
Ellis: Th ings changed pretty quickly. I remember at the funeral, family and friends came up and told me that I was the oldest now and that I would have to fi ll my dad's shoes. My mother overheard and immediately told them not to say that because it wasn't true; I didn't have to take over, and I was going to continue with my life just the way it was. Looking back, I thought that was pretty amazing that my mom did not want our lives to change drastically because we had lost our dad. She did everything she could to prevent that from being the case. Nevertheless, our lives did change a great deal. My drive to excel diminished, and l lost interest in academics. I became more interested in having a good time with sports and my fraternity until my experience with organic chemistry. We still had a normal family life.
My mom was very fortunate when she met my stepdad. His wife had died of breast cancer about 6 months before my dad was killed. My stepdad was a blessing to the whole family. He and my mom started dating within a year after my dad died. Th ey fell in love and married. It was perfect because he and my mom had twin girls-Donna and Diane-when I was a senior in high school (Figure 4) . Th ey were born on September 25, 1969. Th at was awesome because it brought our families together. I have a stepbrother and a stepsister, Randy and Sally Budd ( Figure 5 Ellis: Th ey were introduced by friends who knew their situations and thought they would be a good match. Sure enough, they had one date and as far as I know that was it. Th ey were constantly together thereafter.
Roberts: Were there any surprises for you at UT? Were you a happy college student? Ellis: Yes. Th e surprise was that in college you have to work, and I was not used to putting much eff ort into studies. Like any kid going to college, you have to get used to being responsible for doing the day-to-day things like laundry.
Roberts: Did you have a car in college? Ellis: I had a car from the time I was a sophomore in high school. I was spoiled in that regard. At UT there were no restrictions. In fact, today we take our kids to college and drop them off , but when I went to college, I loaded the car, told my mom I was leaving, and she kissed me goodbye and said to study hard. I drove down to Austin, moved into the dorm, and hardly ever saw my parents during college.
Roberts: Did you have summer jobs? Ellis: Th e summer after my sophomore year of high school I worked for a construction company. My job was to clean up the houses they were building in the subdivision outside of Rockwall. Th ey had a huge old Air Force truck that still had the wood panels in the back, and it was hard to drive. I had to drive it to the sites, load the stuff , and empty it at the dump. Th e summer after my junior year, I got a job through my stepdad with Mayfl ower Moving Company in their storage warehouse. My job there was to unload the trucks and put the storage in the vaults. Th e summer after my senior year, I worked on a ranch outside of Sherman. My job there was primarily to build fences. I used a metal hammer device to hammer the post into the ground. I probably built about a mile's worth of fence that summer. It was a great upper-body workout.
Roberts: Why did you major in psychology in college? Ellis: Probably because nothing else really interested me. At the time I thought psychology was a good choice since I was unsure whether I wanted to be a physician or a lawyer. It fell between real science and social sciences. I enjoyed psychology. Th e courses were fun. I thought it worthwhile to understand how the human mind works and how personality develops.
Roberts law school and medical school. In law school you had certain assignments to prepare for the next day. You knew that you would likely be called on in class, so that was your motivation to read the assignments. If you had 30 pages of case material, you could summarize what was in that, things that you needed to remember, on one page. In medical school, in contrast, if you read 30 pages of pathology you could condense that down to maybe 25 pages. Th at's all. Law was generalities, remembering the basic facts, focusing on the issues. Th e points of law are usually based on logic. I enjoyed that. It was relatively easy for me. In medicine, you had to memorize formulas and build on them. I thought I could be happy as an attorney but deep down I still wanted to be a physician. When I made that decision to go to medical school, I was opening myself up to a huge disappointment if I was not able to make it happen.
Roberts: What do your brothers do?
Ellis: Richard is a store owner in Durango, Colorado. He is a great outdoorsman. He was probably the best athlete in the family. He is a very bright guy. He went to UT Austin. Any time he decided he wanted to try something, he pursued it until he became the best. He was a great fi sherman. He would go out on Town Lake on a surfboard and come back with a 10-pound bass. He would hear that a storm was coming into Galveston and run down to the coast to catch these giant waves. He got a dog and trained him to retrieve ducks and birds. Everything he did was outdoor oriented-hunting, fi shing. Th ere is a picture of him in Th e Daily Texan, riding his sidewalk surfboard down the ramps of Memorial Stadium while in college. He found things to do and perfected them. It paid off for him. He ended up being the manager of a sporting goods store in Durango: Gardenswartz Sports. As a manager of the store he did extremely well. Everyone recognized that he knew what he was talking about. He ended up buying that store. It did very well so he opened up a second store.
David works for the 3M Company in marketing and lives in Austin. He has been successful. He has three beautiful daughters and is very happy with his family situation.
Roberts: What does your sister do?
Ellis: Tricia is a registered nurse in Durango, Colorado. She has four great sons and loves being a grandmom.
Roberts: What about your twin half sisters?
Ellis: Th ey are both married, and each has three children. Diane and her husband, Fred, are raising their family in Coppell. Donna and her husband, Kell, are raising their crew in Austin. We are all still a very close family.
Roberts: Were there any surprises for you in medical school?
Ellis: Th e biggest challenge for me was biochemistry. By the time I was in medical school I was a really good student. I had no problem arriving at the library at 8:00 am and staying until midnight. Of our class of 200 students, about 20 already had their master's degree in biochemistry. In contrast, I had had two semesters of organic chemistry. It was an eye-opener for me to master those formulas, amino acids, and Krebs cycle with nothing but a psychology and law degree.
Roberts: But you enjoyed medical school? Ellis: Yes. I loved physiology, anatomy, pathology. Th ose courses seemed to pertain and they thrilled me.
Roberts: Were there any teachers-in grammar school, junior high, high school, or college-who really had a major impact on you?
Ellis: Probably the one who fi rst comes to mind is Coach Bill Robbins, my science teacher and coach at Dealey Elementary School. He was required to teach science. I think he had no desire to be in a classroom because his real love was basketball, football, and track. He was a very demanding coach and regimented disciplinarian. We all knew that if you did things the way he required you to, then he was a great guy and would support you and be your friend. If you didn't abide by the rules, you paid the price. For Coach Robbins, if you didn't do what you were expected to do, then you had to "sit on the wall." He had a bench in the gym where the rule breakers had to sit and watch everyone else play. Coach Robbins was my coach from fourth through seventh grade for football, basketball, and track. He also had a summer camp at his farm outside of McKinney, and he would have the football players come. We lived in tents, and his mother and his wife were great cooks and fi xed the meals. We had two-a-day football training, which wasn't heard of back then. It probably was not legal then or now! Roberts: What about in college or medical school? Ellis: Th e individuals I remember in medical school weren't personal relationships, but several had long-lasting eff ects on me. In medicine it was Don Seldin. I worried about getting called on in his class. Th e other one is Bruce Fallis, the professor of pathology. He wrote the pathology text that we used at Southwestern. I don't know if it was actually published. We received mimeographed copies. He was the pathology instructor for second-year medical students. Dr. Bryan Williams, the assistant dean of students, clearly had a signifi cant impact on my life because he was instrumental in my getting into medical school. I would see him periodically on campus, and he would always make a point to stop and ask how things were going.
Roberts: You took a rotating internship. Why did you decide to do that?
Ellis: Th at came with the territory. Th at was part of my orthopedic residency. I thought I wanted to do orthopedics, so the third year of medical school I went to visit my cousin, Richard Steadman, who at that time was at Lake Tahoe. Richard, an orthopedic surgeon, did sports medicine and was the chief physician for the U.S. Olympic Ski Team. He operated on professional athletes. I visited him for about 2 weeks. After watching him and spending time with him, I came away having decided I wanted to be an orthopedist. I also enjoyed working with athletes and considered myself one as well. It combined my interest in sports with surgery, so it was a perfect combination. I did some orthopedic rotations during my third year, and in my fourth year I did a month at UT Houston in orthopedics and at Parkland Hospital here in Dallas.
Richard Steadman knew of the program in Tampa, Florida. He was friends with Phil Spiegel, chairman of the orthopedic department at the University of South Florida in Tampa. A course on a technique for internal fi xation was being taught at UT Southwestern Medical School when I was in my third year. Dr. Spiegel and my cousin Richard were both faculty members. So Dr. Steadman introduced me to Dr. Spiegel and a couple of the orthopedic residents from Tampa. I was very impressed with Dr. Spiegel and the residents. When I was interviewing for orthopedics, I decided to rank his program highly. I ended up matching with the University of South Florida at Tampa. Th eir program included a rotating internship. It was a great experience because it included 3 months of orthopedics, 3 months of general surgery, 3 months of internal medicine, and 6 weeks each of emergency department (ED), pulmonary (intensive care unit), pediatrics, and rheumatology.
Roberts: How did you like living in Florida?
Ellis: We enjoyed it. My fi rst son, Paul "Ryan" Ellis, was born on November 12 during my fourth year of medical school. It was sad to have to leave Dallas to go to Tampa, Florida, where we knew no one. We were leaving all my family here with an 8-month-old newborn. Th at was hard. We enjoyed Tampa, but looking back, I was on call every third night and was extremely busy and had very little time to spend with my family. I realized early on that I did not want to live in Florida permanently. I missed the change of seasons. It was 88° our fi rst Christmas Day. During my second year of residency we had our twins, Rebecca Lauren and Kyle Andrew (Figure 6 ). Th at was really hard on my wife, Trish, because with no family there she had to do it on her own. I was gone most of the time. She dealt with a 2-year-old before she had the twins.
Roberts: When did you get married? Ellis: We were married between law school and medical school, December 17, 1977. I had graduated from law school in May. I proposed to Trish (Patricia Ann) on her birthday, August 31, 1977. Her family happened to be in town. Her dad thought I was crazy to go to medical school after just graduating from law school.
Roberts: What was her maiden name? Ellis: Power.
Roberts: What was it about her that attracted you to her?
Ellis: We met in Austin. She was on a date at one of my intramural football games. My initial attraction was that she was beautiful, and beyond that I discovered that she was also a beautiful person, loving, kind, and giving. I fell in love with her probably at fi rst sight and then did it all over again when I got to know her (Figure 7) .
Roberts: What are your children doing now?
Ellis: Ryan is a "recovering" corporate attorney. He went to UT for undergrad and then UT Law School and was with Gardere Wynne and Sewell here in Dallas for 6 years. When he was approached to become a partner, he looked at his life and those of the partners and decided that law was not what he wanted. He had a long talk with the partners, and they off ered him a sabbatical with the understanding that he could come back whenever he wanted to. He quit his job as a corporate attorney and moved to Lake City, Colorado, where we have a cabin. In the summer of 2013 he was a fl y-fi shing guide. He's a great fl y fi sherman, having been taught by my brother Richard. He loved doing that and decided that he wasn't ready after only the summer off from law to go back, so he then went to Deer Valley as a ski instructor this past winter. He won an award for being the best ski instructor. He has decided that is what he wants to do this next year. He is back at Lake City this summer as a fl y-fi shing guide, and they are getting special requests for the "retired lawyer who is now the fi shing guide." He also has started a blog, "Jealous of Ellis," and all his buddies get on it.
Kyle went to the University of Virginia (UVA) and was accepted at UVA Law School. He had the choice of UT Austin or UVA and talked to the dean of UVA about it. Th e dean advised him that if he really wanted to move back to Texas, it would probably make more sense for him to go to UT Law School. I was on board with that because it was a lot less expensive for him to stay in Texas. He went to UT Law School. He did very well and after graduation was with Baker Botts law fi rm for a year, decided that that wasn't his passion, and moved to Dallas and joined Matador Resources, an oil and gas company, as an in-house attorney. He has been with them for almost 3 years. It's been a great experience for Kyle because initially they were a private company and he was involved in taking them public. Kyle married Allison Hilliard 2 years ago. Th ey live in Dallas. She is a third-grade teacher at Providence Elementary in Dallas.
Roberts: And your daughter, what does she do? Ellis: Rebecca "Becca" graduated from UT in advertising, married Chris Vittetoe 7 years ago, and moved to California, initially to the San Francisco area. She found a good job with an advertising company, and then they moved to Los Angeles. Unfortunately, they have fi led for divorce. Th at occurred on Father's Day 2013. I fl ew out to Los Angeles, and Becca and her two Siberian Huskies picked me up at the airport and we drove back to Dallas. She is now living with us while in the process of getting divorced. Ellis: My orthopedic surgery residency included 6 months of hand surgery. Initially, I thought I wanted to be an orthopedic sports specialist, and in fact the original plan was that I would fi nish my training and do a fellowship in sports medicine. During my residency one of the fi rst rotations I did was hand surgery. I worked with some really outstanding hand surgeons in Tampa, Robert Belsoe and Tom Greene, and they really infl uenced me. I discovered that I was better with the small hammers and the fi ner instruments than I was with the bigger hammers. To do a total knee, you are using a big hammer almost like a sledgehammer, but you are using really small tools to operate on a broken fi nger. I was better at the more precise, fi ner-detailed operations and grew to really enjoy microsurgery. With my 6 months of exposure, I realized that I was probably more inclined to be a hand surgeon. Both Belsoe and Greene told me that they recognized that it was a better fi t for me.
In the meantime, my cousin Richard was disappointed that I was thinking I might not want to do sports. He suggested my doing 6 months with him after the 6-month hand rotation. But a full-year fellowship in hand surgery is required to be eligible for the Hand Society. Ultimately, I ended up doing an 18-month fellowship in Louisville, Kentucky, with Harold Kleinert as the recipient of the Christine Kleinert Fellowship. Th ere were eight hand surgeons in the group. Th ey were one of the fi rst groups to do reimplantation of amputated fi ngers and hands. My mentor in Tampa, Robert Belsoe, had also trained with Kleinert.
Roberts: By the time you fi nished your fellowship in Louisville, Kentucky, you had decided to return to Dallas. How did it work out that you entered the group that you did?
Ellis: I had an opportunity to stay in Louisville. Th ey promoted me to the senior fellow. I was the hand surgeon at University Hospital in Louisville, which was a great place. We could have seen ourselves living there and raising our family there. But deep down I really wanted to come back to Dallas. All my family was still here. My mom was well along in raising my twin half-sisters, age 12 at the time. My brothers both lived in Dallas, and my sister was married and living in Dallas. It was home.
Roberts: Where is Trish from?
Ellis: Trish was born in Harlingen, Texas, and lived there through the third grade. Her dad was with Freedom Newspapers. Because of that, they moved around a bit. She was in Pampa, Texas, from fourth through 10th grades. Th e summer after her sophomore year they moved to Brownsville, Texas. It was a hard move because they had made some great friends in Pampa. Th ey moved back down to Brownsville, and Trish graduated from there. She went to UT Austin. We met there.
Roberts: So how did you get back to Texas?
Ellis: Trish was happy to return to Dallas. It was a matter of where to work. I knew Dr. Lee Lankford, my now deceased senior partner. He had been a hand surgeon in Dallas for probably 30 years. He had operated on my brother David when he had a football injury-a broken fi nger-as a junior or senior in high school. I called and talked with Dr. Lankford. He said the group was interested in hiring a new partner. He was considering retiring in the not too distant future. We fl ew down and met with Drs. Lankford, David Zehr, and Arnold DiBella. We had dinner with them, and we were very excited about the opportunity to join their group. I also met with Jim Montgomery, from an orthopedic group of 10 to 12, and they did not have a hand surgeon. I also was off ered a position with them. I felt that it would be to my benefi t to join a hand group where I still had mentors and others to bounce advice off of rather than join a group where they might expect me to know everything. I clearly made the right choice. I accepted the Lankford off er. After I signed on, Dr. Lankford indicated that he intended to retire in 3 months.
Roberts: When did you join Lankford Hand Surgery?
Ellis: On April 1, 1989. We were a little cramped with only three offi ces on our wing of the fl oor. Th e plan was for Dr. Lankford to retire pretty soon so our office manager bought another desk and they slid my desk in caddy corner to Dr. Lankford's in the same offi ce. We were cozy. It turned out to be an awesome educational experience for me-an unbelievable opportunity to tap into one of the brightest minds with the most knowledge of hand surgery in North Texas. Th e fi rst 6 weeks I spent just going around with him, taking ED calls and getting my own patients. I went to the offi ce to see patients with Dr. Lankford and scrubbed with him for 6 weeks. I remember a case would come in and I would look at the x-ray, not sure if this required surgery or not, and I would show the x-ray to Dr. Lankford. Instead of his looking at the x-ray and giving me a simple answer, he gave me a dissertation on whatever it was. He would give me its treatment history and what other famous hand surgeons did and what he had learned. It would take 10 minutes before I got an answer to my question. But it was well worth it. We were supposed to share the offi ce for 3 months but it ended up being 3 years. He, at the time, really didn't want to retire, so he hung in there for 3 more years, all the time sharing the offi ce with me. I learned more in those 3 years than during my whole hand fellowship.
Roberts: What time do you get up in the morning?
Ellis: On Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, I usually get up about 6:25 am and get to the offi ce by 8:00 and do operations in the afternoon. It's the reverse on Tuesday and Th ursday. Surgery typically starts at 7:15 am. On those days I tend to get up at 6:00 am.
Roberts: What time do you leave the hospital?
Ellis: Between 5:00 and 6:00 pm generally. I'm now in my 25th year of practice. Th ings are diff erent now than 5 to 10 years ago. When physicians at BUMC turn 55, they no longer have to take ED call, and I had no hesitation in giving that up. Th at changed my life quite a bit. Now I do not have to work in emergencies along with my daily routine. I get home earlier now than I did in the past. In the fi rst 10 years of practice when I was on ED duty a lot and also extremely busy in building a practice, I often got to the hospital at 6:30 am and got home around 8:00 pm. Th at was nearly routine. And then I would have to go back to the hospital to do an emergency. Now, that doesn't happen very often. Now I tend to do only elective cases (carpal tunnel syndrome, arthritis, Dupuytren's contracture procedures) that rarely require a call in the middle of the night. Now my life is much better controlled and I have few late nights.
Roberts: How many partners do you have now?
Ellis: Th ere are still just three. We have contemplated hiring a new partner but we just haven't found the right fi t. Th e partnership includes Drs. Zehr and DiBella and me.
Roberts: What is your present age? Ellis: I turned 62 on August 23, 2014.
Roberts: Who handles the emergency calls now?
Ellis: Th e three of us share "on call" with two other physicians, Hugh Frederick and Tom Diliberti. In addition, others handle the call for the ED at BUMC. Consequently, open injuries, including gunshot wounds, are handled by the ED on-call physician. I do not get those emergencies unless the patient happens to be a former patient of mine and specifically requests me. Th at situation still happens periodically. Our young hand surgeons who are building their practice want the ED calls. Th at's how a hand surgeon builds a practice. After 25 years in practice, I get referrals from patients I operated on 20+ years ago.
Roberts: As a rule, how many operations do you do a week?
Ellis: From 6 to 10.
Roberts: What are the most common operations you do?
Ellis: By far the most common procedure I do and have done is carpal tunnel release. It's the most common procedure done by orthopedic surgeons in the country. A nerve is pinched in the hand, and that causes numbness and tingling. Th ese people wake up at night and their hand is asleep. Th ey shake their hand to get relief. If it gets bad enough to require surgery, a relatively minor outpatient procedure can be done whereby the pressure is taken off the nerve. Th e operation is usually curative; the numbness disappears. A second common condition encountered is the catching and locking of their "trigger fi nger" due to infl ammation of the tendons. We can treat this problem with corticosteroid injections, and if the injections do not work, there is a minor procedure that works very well. Th e third most common condition encountered is arthritis, particularly in the base of the thumb. We reconstruct the joints. Th e fourth is Dupuytren's contracture.
I do most of these operations probably because I took over Dr. Lankford's practice and also because of my experience at the Veterans Aff airs (VA) Hospital. I was chief of the hand service at the VA from 1993 to 2007. During that time I worked with the orthopedic residents helping them do those cases, and we did an incredible number of Dupuytren's cases. At one time I thought it was the only case we did there. In 2002, the orthopedic residents at the VA Hospital gave me a plaque that said "Paul Ellis, Deacon of Dupuytren's." Th e plaque now hangs on my offi ce wall. Dupuytren's is a contracture, an inherited disease wherein the tissue in the palm starts to form knots that progress to cords and cause the fi ngers to contract (fl ex) down into the palm. Th e condition is a real problem if the fi ngers get pulled down far enough that the patients can't get their hands into their pocket or poke themselves in the eye. It's a rewarding but challenging operation. We do a host of other little things: ganglions, lumps.
Roberts: How much time do you take off a year? How do you work that out?
Ellis: I take off quite a bit. We don't have a policy wherein we are restricted to a certain number of weeks off . We just have to make sure to have coverage for the days we are on call. Since I don't have to take ED call anymore, it's usually not a problem. Dr. Frederick is on call on Monday, Dr. DiBella on Tuesday, I'm on call every Wednesday, Dr. Zehr is on Th ursday, and the rotator who gets the weekend is on call Friday through Sunday. Dr. Diliberti rotates through the week.
We spend a lot of time in Colorado. I developed a passion for Colorado beginning the summer after fourth grade when I went to Ute Trail Boy's Camp, owned by Hop Hopkins, a Dallasite who took kids from Dallas to experience it. I went for four summers in a row. We camped, hiked, fi shed, and climbed 14,000-foot mountains, and I loved it. After spending time there, I couldn't wait for my kids to be old enough to enjoy the environment also. We would go to Lake City to camp at Big Blue Campground about 15 miles off the highway where a stream runs through this gorgeous valley with a series of beaver ponds.
Th e trout fi shing there is great. We also see elk and moose.
Roberts: What about bears? Ellis: I've never seen a bear there, but they are around. You have to be "bear aware" and make sure that your food is locked up securely. After two or three trips to Lake City, my wife and daughter restricted our camping out to no more than 2 nights. After that, they needed a hotel with a shower. We would rent a cabin at Lakeview resort, which is outside of Lake City on Lake San Cristobal, the second largest natural lake in the state. Twelve years ago, we bought a little two-bedroom, one-bath rustic cabin built in 1942 called "Hunter's Haven." Th e next summer after the purchase, the whole family was there-fi ve adultswith one bathroom. Th at wasn't going to cut it. Th e next year we remodeled it. We have converted it into a small house, with three bedrooms and two baths. As far as I'm concerned, it is paradise. I can't spend enough time there. My son, Ryan the Renegade Lawyer, is living there now.
Roberts: How many miles is your cabin from Dallas?
Ellis: Unfortunately, it's 820 miles, and it usually takes about 14 hours driving. But we get up early and try to leave by 6:00 am and arrive about 8:00 pm.
Roberts: How often do you get your whole family there? Ellis: In July 2014, we were all there for 9 days (Figure 8 ). All of us except Ryan, who is living there, drove up together in our Suburban, plus two Siberian huskies, which were shedding clumps of white fur.
Roberts: How many days in general do you take off ? Ellis: At least 3 weeks. I take off a week for the 4th of July, then a week in August, and then the third weekend of September, which coincides with the fall colors and a wine and music festival (Figure 9 ). I also take time off to go to the meetings of the Hand Society and the American Academy of Orthopedic Surgery. I take off approximately 5 weeks a year.
Roberts: Do you have hobbies here in Dallas?
Ellis: My current hobby is running and competing in the Senior Games, which I've been doing for 10 years. One is eligible for the Senior Games when turning 50. Although all types of sporting activities are off ered, I focus only on track. A friend of mine, Ken Raggio, who grew up in Dallas (Highland Park) and went to UT Law School, recruited me my senior year at UT to join his track team and compete in the Texas Relays (Figure 10 ). Th ere were four members for the 440-yard relay team. We won our division. When I came back to Dallas, Ken started warning me that as soon as I turned 50 he wanted me to start competing in the Senior Games. So I started running.
Whenever I ran the 100-meter I would pull a hamstring. I've had more pulled muscles than anybody! Two years ago, it became evident that I just was not able to sprint without injury. When Becca moved back to Dallas, she decided she would help me train because she was a track star during high school. I switched to the 400 meter. Becca and I go to St. Mark's track. She pushes me to run longer distances than I want to. At the State Senior Games in San Antonio in April 2014, I won my age group for the 400 meter with a time of 71 seconds, and I came in second in my age group in the 200 meter, with a time of 32.4 seconds. My goal is to get under 70 seconds for the 400. Because I won my age group, I qualifi ed for the National Senior Games, which are held every other year. It will be in Minneapolis in July 2015. Now I'm looking for another race to run in. I ran in Luke's Locker Allcomers Meet, which is an open track meet. Th e guy who won my age group at Nationals last year in the 400 ran it in 53 seconds. I have to cut 20 seconds off my time! Th ere's no way I can be competitive in that division. Some of those runners competed in the Olympics or were Southwest Conference champs who are in their 60s and are still awesome athletes. To make the fi nals in the 400, I'd probably have to get down to 65 seconds. I think I'm capable of it, but whether it will happen or not I don't know.
Roberts: How much time do you spend a week in training?
Ellis: I try to run at least 4 days a week. Sometimes as it gets closer to the event, I run 5 or 6 times a week. Th e problem at my age is that one needs more time to recover. Maybe my frequent muscle injuries are because I am pushing myself too hard. I still have the mindset of a 40-year-old.
Roberts Ellis: After getting home, I usually go to the track and run. We have dinner around 7:30 or 8:00. Th en I dig into my briefcase. Th ere is almost inevitably something I have to do for work. Review a case, read in preparation for an upcoming case, do billings. I also review a signifi cant number of legal cases. (I have two legal cases to review this weekend.) Th is past week was stressful because I had a conference with an attorney on Tuesday preparing for a deposition on Th ursday. Even though I have read all the material, I like to review it again. I had another meeting with the lawyer at 3:30 on Th ursday, and the deposition started at 4:00 and wasn't over until 8:00 pm.
Roberts: How many legal cases are you involved with a year? Ellis: Until around 5 years ago, only one or two cases a year. Recently, for whatever reason, I have about six this year.
Roberts: Has your law degree helped you in your professional career and in your life work?
Ellis: Understanding the law and how the legal system works has helped me adapt my practice in such a way that I am more protected. I realize the importance of doing things with a great deal of care and caution. I try to choose my words carefully and make sure consents are signed. Th e legal background has helped me communicate with my patients better. Th e law is about recognizing issues and then communicating about them. It's given me additional income in that lawyers call me as an expert to review cases. My partners have no interest in reviewing legal cases. I'm more inclined to help because I understand the situation and can communicate with lawyers and perhaps not be intimidated by them. Also, I recognize that we practicing physicians have a duty to be involved, because if we don't the lawyers hire physicians who are "hired guns" and not necessarily practicing physicians. Understanding the adversarial system has helped me in being willing to participate.
Roberts: What do you do on the weekends?
Ellis: We have a place at Lake Lewisville. We have a ski/ fi shing boat and we fi sh, mostly for black bass or sand bass. When the kids were still in high school, we spent a lot of time out at the lake waterskiing and fi shing. Since the off spring are gone, I'm back into running and spending time around the house and less time at the lake.
Roberts: What's your house like? Ellis: We have a nice house in Preston Hollow. We lived in Highland Park for 18 years and sold the house after the kids graduated from high school. We moved back to Preston Hollow where I grew up. Th e original thought was we should downsize since the kids are gone. We found a house but it defi nitely is not a "downsize." As long as family and friends keep coming, we will keep it. It's great for entertaining.
Roberts: How far is it from BUMC? Ellis: About 12 miles and about 20 minutes.
Roberts: Is your family religious?
Ellis: My kids are devout Christians and were raised at Highland Park United Methodist. I was raised in the Presbyterian faith and went to Preston Hollow Presbyterian Church, and Trish and I were married there. Trish was raised Catholic but soon after she went to college she decided that she was better suited to be a Methodist or Presbyterian.
Roberts: What about alcohol? Do you have wine? Ellis: I do. I really enjoy wine. At our house we have a refrigerated wine room. My brother-in-law who is an attorney in Cincinnati is a fi ne wine connoisseur. About 10 years ago he introduced me to Joseph Phelps Insignia, and it is the best wine I've ever tasted. Unfortunately, it's also the most expensive wine I've ever tasted. It's a red blend. Subsequently, I've been to the Joseph Phelps winery in Napa. I have a glass of wine three or four nights a week. Becca and I wind down by discussing the day's events over a glass of wine.
Roberts: Becca is in the advertising business. What did she run in track in high school?
Ellis: She ran all three relays: the 400 meter, 800 meter, and the mile relay. She is only 5 feet 2 inches tall but is incredibly fast for her size. As a ninth grader, she was on the varsity team at Highland Park and ran all three relays. Th ey won regionals. Th ey beat Lancaster, which has always had an incredible track team. Th ey came in second in the mile relay. Th ey had two seniors and two ninth graders. Becca as a ninth grader went to Austin for the state championship in the mile relay. Th e next year she started running cross-country, and she was team captain her senior year and they won state that year.
Roberts: You've won several teaching awards while at BUMC. You must be quite proud of that achievement.
Ellis: Th e award I'm most proud of receiving is the Outstanding Faculty Award for the Orthopedic Department in 2002, chosen by the Southwestern orthopedic residents. It was quite an honor and was presented at a banquet. Th ey got me to attend by involving Trish in getting me there. It was a total surprise. Another award, a plaque, was given to me by the ancillary surgical technicians (ASTs), these individuals at BUMC who bring the patients to the operating room for surgery and serve in the operating room holding retractors and cutting sutures, etc. Th ey scrub with us every day, so you get to know them as friends as well as coworkers. Th rough the years I've had many diff erent ASTs. Many were premed students working part-time jobs. Th ey presented me with an award for being their mentor and teacher. Th at was quite an honor to be given that award.
Roberts: Are you going to work forever? Ellis: Good question. My partners and I have been discussing our exit strategy from practice. Dr. Zehr recently turned 65, Dr. DiBella is 64, and I'm 62. We have all given it a lot of thought. I have friends that are retiring from their various businesses. I do not really want to retire. I enjoy what I do and see no need for retirement. All three of us feel the same way. None of us sees retirement as a way out from something we don't want to do. In fact, a lot of my friends who have retired have expressed regret for doing so. We have decided to continue our practice but slow down to give us more time to travel and spend time with family. We will keep working until it's no longer practical or we no longer enjoy it. As long as we are making enough to make it worth the time and eff ort, and as long as it's fun, we are going to keep doing it.
Roberts: You talked about microsurgery, and some of the surgery that you do is very delicate. How long can you stay good at that? Th e eyes give out after a while.
Ellis: Dr. Zehr is the best replant physician in the world, and he is 65. I've seen no evidence that he is losing any of those skills. I have not been doing as much microsurgery in the past few years as I did earlier. I have not noticed a loss of hand stability or precision to date. I have seen older hand surgeons lose some precision, but so far I haven't witnessed it.
Roberts: How many hand surgeons are there in the USA? Ellis: Th e last number I saw for the Hand Society was about 3000. Th ere are hand surgeons who aren't members of the society, so the number might actually be about 5000.
Roberts: How many hand surgeons are in Dallas? Ellis: Twenty. Th ere are surgeons who dabble in hand surgery now and then, but true hand surgeons do not consider those to be hand surgeons. Before Dr. Lankford did his fellowship in hand surgery, he was a general orthopedic surgeon for about 30 years. He recognized the need for special training in hand surgery and stopped his practice and did a 1-year fellowship. To call yourself a "hand surgeon" you need to fi nish your orthopedic training and do a year fellowship in hand surgery. You can become a hand surgeon by way of general surgery, plastic surgery, or orthopedics. In terms of fellowship-trained hand surgeons, there are probably 20 in the immediate Dallas area.
Roberts: Is there anything you would like to discuss that we haven't hit on?
Ellis: One thing that deserves mentioning is that there aren't many people who have had the opportunity to walk through a building where they work and pass a picture of their dad on the way to the offi ce. On the fi rst-fl oor lobby here at BUMC there is a picture that says "Baylor: Th e Place To Go" and in the bottom left-hand corner is a picture of my dad, which says "Dr. Paul Ellis performs fi rst open heart surgery" (Figure 11 ). It's quite touching for me to see that picture of my dad. When I fi rst came to Baylor, it was not uncommon to see a physician looking at me and trying to fi gure out who I was. Th en the eyes would search out my name on my coat and put the two together. Th ose encounters are much less common now than earlier.
Roberts: Your mother is still alive?
Ellis: She lives in an assisted living community here in Dallas.
Roberts: And your stepfather? Ellis: He died in 2002. Th ere is one other story that I should tell. As a hand surgeon, I see patients with ganglions, which are very common. I always tell patients their choices: option 1 is to watch it because you could get lucky and it will go away; option 2 is to numb it and pop it with a needle and aspirate it, but it will probably come back; and option 3 is to excise it. Th ey used to call this "the Bible lesion" because you would take the family Bible and put the hand down on the table and whack it with the Bible and it would often go away. In fact, when I was in the fourth grade, a lady came to our house, my dad gathered the kids, sat the lady at the kitchen table, and with a big book he hit the big knot on the back of her wrist. She screamed and sure enough the bump was gone. I've always wondered what happened to that lady with the knot. About 15 years ago, while seeing a patient with carpal tunnel with numbness and tingling, she said: "Oh, by the way, honey, I knew you when you were a little boy." I said, "Really?" She said, "I came over to your house one day with a ganglion on my wrist and your dad smashed it with a book!" I couldn't believe it and told her that I have been telling my patients that story for years. I asked her what happened. She said, "He smashed it with the book and it was gone for about a month. Th en it came back and I went to see him at his offi ce and he smashed it again. It stayed gone for another month or two and came back again. I went over to St. Paul and had a hand surgeon remove it." She sticks out her hand and shows me the scar. Th at's kind of a Paul Harvey-"the rest of the story."
Roberts: Th at's great. Th anks for sharing. 
